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Introduction 

Thomas Downing arrived at this 
form of painting after experimenting 
with parallelograms during the summer 
and autumn of 1966. During this period 
he turned from the ''circle" paintings 
to these works in which two parallelo¬ 
grams with lateral bands of color are 
joined to form an oblique angle. Con¬ 
cerning this change in format, the artist 
has said: "The rectangle or balanced 
canvas ceased to satisfy me. It became 
a limitation which was contradictory to 
my feeling about color and its potential 
as an element in a more dynamic order¬ 
ing of space. The problem became sim¬ 
ply how to break out of the rectangle 
in such a way as to open up the possi¬ 
bilities of color." 

From 1960 to 1966, Downing painted 
circles arranged as grids, dials, rings, 
and as diagonal sequences across a part 
of the painting. Only the series called 
helixes, in 1963, were without circles. 
In February of 1966, Downing made 
his first parallelograms which he first 
planned to hang as diagonals, but later 
shifted to a horizontal position. One 
of these works was exhibited as a diag¬ 
onal and later as a horizontal in the 
Corcoran's exhibition, Past and Present: 
250 Years of American Art , which 
opened in April, 1966. Another, Red 
Escalator , was chosen by Lawrence 
Alloway for the exhibition, Systemic 
Painting, which opened at the Guggen¬ 
heim Museum in September, 1966. 

Earlier related works include the se¬ 
ries of diagonal striped paintings of 
1959 and a series of the same year of 
squares bordered by narrow stripes. In 
these works, Downing showed ad¬ 


vanced sensitivity to the particular limi¬ 
tations of the square or rectangular 
framing edge. More significantly, these 
paintings represented his first attempt 
to free color from the framing edge and 
from any traditional iconography. The 
circles which followed, more effectively 
served the same purpose: they pro¬ 
vided a context in which color was 
given a new identity. Color became the 
new reality, and the symbolic meaning 
of the circle became an almost negli¬ 
gible aspect of the painting. Rather than 
serving geometry or a traditionally 
iconographical interpretation of a geo¬ 
metric form, color became the subject 
of the paintings. 

The new paintings are the next step 
toward a more integrated and intense 
expression of the color experience. In 
view of Downing's earlier work—in par¬ 
ticular, the diagonals, the helixes and 
the parallelograms—they represent not 
so startling a change in his develop¬ 
ment. The paintings trigger a profound 
consciousness of space through the 
force of their color—the color trans¬ 
forms, and thus makes bearable in the 
deepest sense, the space which the 
viewer perceives—and through an opti¬ 
cal illusion which helps the viewer 
adjust to the new visual context by 
providing an alternate reality. It is this 
passing from one reality to the next 
which gives polarity to the visual ex¬ 
perience, defining its limits, and which 
is basic to an understanding of the 
paintings. 

James Harithas, Curator 

The Corcoran Gallery of Art 







Bend in the Magistrate, 1966 
(illustrated in two basic positions) 
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Bend in the Magistrate, 1966, 90 x 104 
Navigator Tape, 1966, 90 x 104 
Pitch, 1966,90x94 
Trip Up, 1966, 90x94 
Fold Latitude, 1966, 90x104 
Fan on the Pharaoh, 1966, 90 x 104 
Hindu Dipper, 1966, 90 x 104 
Universal Joint, 1966, 90x104 


Skyslide, 1966,90x104 

Fainting Angel, 1966, 90x104 

Flex, 1966, 90x104 

Third Rung, 1966, 90 x 104 

Nirvana and the Justice, 1966, 90 x 104 

Calculator, 1966,90x104 

The Slot, 1966, 90x104 




Navigator Tape, 1966 

(illustrated in two basic positions) 




Thomas Downing was born in Suffolk, 
Virginia, in 1928. He studied at Randolph 
Macon College, receiving a Bachelor's de¬ 
gree in 1948, and at Pratt Institute from 1948- 
1950. In 1950, Downing traveled to Europe 
under a grant from the Virginia Museum of 
Fine Arts. He was associated with the Wash¬ 
ington Workshop in 1956 and with the Sculp¬ 
tors Studio in 1958. He lives in Washington, 
D.C. He is represented by the Allan Stone 
Gallery in New York City. 

Important group exhibitions in which 
Downing's works have been shown include: 


Biography 

"Post Painterly Abstraction", Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, 1964; "The Respon¬ 
sive Eye", Museum of Modern Art, 1965; 
"The Washington Color Painters", Wash¬ 
ington Gallery of Modern Art, 1965; "Past 
and Present: 250 Years of American Art", 
The Corcoran Gallery of Art, 1966; "Sys¬ 
temic Painting", Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum, 1966; "Harry N. Abrams Family 
Collection", Jewish Museum, 1966. 

Important one-man exhibitions include: 
Jefferson Place Gallery, 1961; Allan Stone 
Gallery, 1962; Stable Gallery, 1963 and 1965. 








